The Hegelian Subject
To begin with, then, let us review Postone's position on the 'subject' of our epoch and the relevance of Hegel to classical political economy but contextualized Hegel's concepts in terms of the social forms of capitalist society. 3 Whereas a simple inversion of Hegel produces a materialist philosophy of history founded in some a priori dialectical schema, the real achievement of Marx's critique of political economy is to socially specify the forms which Hegel's concepts absolutise and idealise. In these forms a historical 'logic' can indeed be seen; but it is one restricted to the parameters of capitalist development, because its social forms are uniquely constituted through material abstraction in a way that grounds a dialectic.The method corresponds to the object. Postone also correctly argues that the object is developed capitalist society; only there do we see 'a totalizing category', namely value. 4 As Postone says, other social formations are not so totalized: their fundamental social relations are not qualitatively homogeneous. They cannot be . . . unfolded from a single structuring principle, and they do not display an immanent, necessary historical logic. 5 Postone rightly twits those 'post-Marxists' and 'postmodernists' who deny the validity of the category of totality, as if Hegel and Marx were at fault; whereas Hegel, uncritically, and Marx, critically, reflect the totalising logic of the value-form which imposes itself in such a manner that all relationships become inscribed within it. Value 'is not merely a regulator of circulation, nor a category of class exploitation alone; rather, as self-valorizing value, it shapes the form of the production process and grounds the intrinsic dynamic of capitalist society '. 6 It follows that Marx has identified a most peculiar 'Subject' in capital, which has strong affinities with the Hegelian 'Spirit'. 'Marx's Subject, like Hegel's, is abstract and cannot be identified with any social actors. Moreover, both unfold in time in a way that is independent of individual will'. 7 This dialectic of development therefore 'presents itself as a logic '. 8 In this way, far from inverting Hegel's idealist dialectic, Marx gives it a 'materialist' justification.
'Marx implicitly attempts to show that the "rational core" of Hegel's dialectic is precisely its idealist character: it is an expression of a mode of social domination constituted by structures of social relations which . . . acquire a quasi-independent existence'. 9 However, there are differences with Hegel also to be noted. 'grasping substance as subject'. In my view, while, with M-C-M, a subject has emerged, the Hegelian sense in which it is united with its 'substance' is best applied to capital's real subsumption of the production process by the purposes of valorisation.
On a single page, then, Postone deploys all three senses, but as if they were all the same. However, they must be carefully distinguished, and deployed in their appropriate contexts.
Here, I just state briefly that my own insight about the relevance of Hegel is that the purity of the ontological forms idealistically developed in his logic up to the all-encompassing 'Idea' (which then is shown in Hegel's Realphilosophie to embody itself in the external world) is exactly paralleled by the dialectic of the value-form (constituted through the abstractive power of exchange) 16 For germane discussion, see Arthur 2001 . 17 Postone 1993, p. 151. 18 Postone 1993, p. 154. up to the general formula for capital (which then appropriates material production and forms it as a valorisation process).
Abstract labour
On my view, capital is self-mediating, albeit on the basis of the exploitation of labour.The totalising category is value; this appears in commodityform, money-form, and the capital-form; then it gives itself a 'substance' in labour. But I think the exact relation between 'value' and 'labour' is hard to pin down. 16 Unhappily, I do not find a perspicuous account in Postone's book. As I read, I find continual ambiguity as to which category is fundamental to the social totality and its mediations. In earlier quotations, I have chosen those from Postone in which value is assigned this place. But, more commonly, he assigns it to labour. This is not because he relies on some historical-materialist thesis about the centrality of productive activity to the constitution of all social formations, but because he holds that in capitalism, specifically, 'labour' is socially constitutive.
Anyway I cannot see how to make compatible the following two assertions:
'Labor grounds its own social character in capitalism by virtue of its historically specific functions as a socially mediating activity. In that sense, labor in capitalism becomes its own social ground'; 17 and 'Value is . . . an objectified, self-mediating form of social relations '. 18 If, as Postone sees, capital is the subject, and only its totalising activity posits value as an actuality and abstract labour as a practical truth, then it seems plausible to argue that labour is not the self-mediating social ground, but rather a moment in the self-mediation of capital, with value as both origin and product of this subject.
If one says labour creates value, and then falls victim to its creation, one could then have labour as self-mediating, with the inflection that its mediations are alienating so it becomes through its own activity alienated and alienating.
This was Marx's position in 1844, when he had not comprehended the selfconstitutive power of capital as a subject. But, if one says capital creates value, with labour as its negatively posited sublated ground, then labour is victim 19 Postone 1993, pp. 148-52. An issue on which Postone is very brief is that of Stalinist social formations. He simply asserts without argument that value is not a category of 'liberal capitalism' alone (Postone 1993, p. 278) , and that the job done by markets in the historical genesis of commodity production need not be essential and could be replaced by an administrative machine (Postone 1993, p. 291) . I find this implausible. Possibly, he has in mind here the argument that, if the 'logic' of capital becomes 'materialized' (Postone 1993, p. 280) in industry, and hence 'industrial production is the materialization of capital' (Postone 1993, p. 352) , then all industrial production must be capitalist. But this is an obvious fallacy. It is similar to the position advanced in Mészáros 1995 , which I have rebutted in Arthur 2000b of capital's self-positing through absolute negativity, constituted by capital as an abstract totality, its shadow side.
However, if one tracks Postone's original introduction of the topic, it seems that he prioritises abstract labour over capital and that is why it is its own social ground. He introduces the notion of abstract labour in a different way from Marx, who brings it in as the substance of value. Rather, Postone argues that, in generalised commodity exchange, labour is abstract in the sense that, while its own activity is concrete and produces a specific product, it appears socially as a means of acquisition of any and every product through the exchange mechanism; hence its concrete specificity is displaced, and it takes on a form of abstract generality. It is only because all labours taken thus are integrated in a social totality that their products take the form of value. 19 This argument strikes me as similar to putting the cart before the horse. In an exchange economy as such, labour certainly does not have the form of a My view is that capital posits itself as its own product, but in so doing covertly presupposes both labour and nature as its conditions of existence.
These repressed others will take their revenge in the short (revolution) or long (ecological collapse) run.
The standpoint of critique
In his Capital, Marx explained that his critique represented the standpoint of 'the class whose historical task is the overthrow of the capitalist mode of 20 Marx 1976 , p. 98. 21 Marx 1975 [1845 , p. 36. 22 Engels 1976 [1846] , p. 52. 23 Incidentally, Postone wrongly asserts that Marx treated 'labor transhistorically' in the Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts of 1844 (Postone 1993, p. 74) . To the contrary: 'labour' there is Marx's term for the specifically capitalist form of productive activity. Moreover Postone misreads also Marx's reference to Hegel's labour of the concept affirmatively, whereas Marx was referring to Spirit's journey through alienation, what Hegel called in the Phenomenology 'the labour of the negative'. (These points are exhaustively documented in my book Arthur 1986.) 24 Postone 1993, p. 325. production and the final abolition of all classes -the proletariat'. is a determinant of the value system that, therefore, the proletariat cannot be the social standpoint of critique. His fatal mistake is to go from 'capital cannot be grasped fully in terms of class alone' -from this 'fully' and this 'alone' -to complete rejection of the relevance of class struggle for socialism. The central claim of his book is that, whereas 'traditional' Marxism criticises capitalism from the standpoint of labour, with Marx, labour in capitalism is 'the object' of critique. 25
The conclusion he draws is that the working class is 'integral to' capitalism and its development, rather than 'the embodiment of its negation'. 26 Capital rests on proletarian labour, hence, Postone argues in a wonderful non sequitur, 'overcoming capital cannot be based on the self assertion of the working class'. 27 Of course it can! Workers are in and against capital; bearers of its forms to be sure, but always incipiently in revolt against such 'interpellation'.
Postone's contrast between a standpoint of labour, and a critique of labour, is a false antithesis. Insofar as labour grasps itself as the ground of its own oppression it undertakes a self-critique. Thereby, the social standpoint of labour gives rise to a self-transcending movement. Thus Marx's position I characterise as 'the critically adopted standpoint of labour'. 28 Even if labour was entirely subsumed (which it never is in practice) by capital, although it is an activity the proletariat is forced to undertake, it is distinct from the class undertaking it. The critique is from the standpoint of labour considered as the negative:
both negative to capital, in that capital must produce it as alienated labour, and negative to the workers who are disposed to be recalcitrant to capital's imposition on them of alien labour.
Thus, while all Postone's points about the integrality of 'labour' as a category to the existing social totality are well taken, there is nothing about this that disqualifies the proletariat from forming itself as a counter-subject to capital, and rebelling against wage-slavery. Indeed, no one is more aware of this than capital itself, which certainly does not rely only on 'dull economic compulsion' to secure labour services, but actively seeks to atomise and demobilise its potential 'gravediggers'. In Michael Lebowitz's superb phrase, it must continually 'negate its negation '. 29 The secret of critique lies in uncovering the repressed 'others' of capital that it pretends to have reduced to sublated moments, namely land and labour, and in basing the breakout from capitalism on the self-assertion of the proletarian counter-subject.
